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Development of main points of Czech policy towards ESDP

The Czech Republic was taken by surprise by the rapid development of ESDP into a major issue on the EU agenda during the year 1999. It was not only digesting its first experience of full NATO membership but also struggling at the same time with the side-effects of the Kosovo air campaign that challenged official security policy discourse in this country. First formative experience with ESDP was therefore as an outsider which contrasted to the hopes expressed at that time concerning NATO membership providing insider position on major security issues. The emergence of ESDP in many ways complicated the original expectations about a clear division of roles between EU and NATO in foreign, security and defence policy areas. The simple model of non-competitive cooperation between them and the gradual merging of the WEU into the EU while serving as a bridge towards NATO was seen as a development that was in a major way changing their strategic position. Being aware of their rather weak position in the entire framework of the Euro-Atlantic debate on ESDP, they understandably focused primarily on the issue of participation for non-EU European Allies (NEEA) inside ESDP and the role of the Alliance in general. Institutional status of being full NATO member in contrast to being only EU candidate country influenced the basic Czech policy approach towards ESDP for several years to come. NATO membership was also fundamental for shaping Czech security policy thinking and setting priorities for Czech security policy and reform of Czech armed forces. Clear pro-Atlanticist profile was dominant in Czech security policy for most of 1999-2002 period, although the gradually approaching perspective of EU membership had its impact.

Czech policy conduct vis-a-vis ESDP has been since late 2002 based on a balancing approach between the aspirations of a future EU member state and a current NATO member. Although there is rational interest in keeping the US engaged in Europe, thus balancing major European powers, the pro-US lobby profile is not as strong in the Czech Republic as in Poland. There was a great deal of understanding for European frustration with US “arrogance” during the Kosovo air campaign, reflecting partially also the deep split among the Czech public on this issue. Czech policy has also been welcoming towards both the military and non-military dimension of ESDP as providing more options for crisis management operations and filling the gap of conflict prevention or post-conflict reconstruction tools with police units. It also perceives this strong emphasis on the non-military dimension of ESDP as more natural for the EU than for NATO and partially preventing strong competition between the two organizations. The Czech approach therefore finds primarily an interest in strengthening the Alliance through ESDP by providing better European capabilities for crisis management. At the same time on the institutional level it prefers close relations between the EU and NATO based on non-competitive structures and open and transparent consultation and cooperation process. The Czech government was in 1999-2003 period seeking flexible solutions for its participation in ESDP, stressing the positive contributions it can make. Various suggestions regarding how to influence the EU’s development of ESDP in a pragmatic way were largely shared with Norway, who was institutionally in a worse situation as a EU non-candidate state, in general less dogmatic approach than in case of Turkey or even Poland. Practical steps taken for example during declarations of contributions towards European Headline Goal (EHG) at the second day of the Capabilities Commitment Conference in November 2000 were very much similar to most of other NEEA countries.

Differences of views or emphasis are therefore primarily found between the Czech Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The MoD is traditionally more strongly oriented towards NATO, given that it is a better known structure with a proven military record, a stable institutional platform for safeguarding Czech security interests and establishing full participation rights. The MoD is also lukewarm about ESDP commitments because of the awareness of the demanding tasks connected with meeting regular Target Force Goals in the NATO defence-planning framework which are still perceived as the overall priority, especially with Prague Capabilities Commitment and NATO Response Force initiatives adopted on NATO Prague Summit in November 2002. The MFA on the other hand tends to be more sensitive to the Czech position as a EU member state (previously candidate state). Fortunately, the position of the Czech MoD has never got too close to the rather dogmatic Turkish position of opposing ESDP development at all cost, especially blocking the conclusion of NATO-EU talks on Berlin Plus arrangements. Czech policy between 1999-2003 has made use of several channels for influencing EU debates and decisions – not just the institutional basis of NATO in talks using a NATO-EU format, but also through joint initiative of the Visegrad Three and the UK from February 2000 and bilateral talks with Germany, France and the US. British influence over the Czech perception of ESDP has perhaps so far been the strongest. An updated version of Security Strategy of the Czech Republic, approved in January 2001, already contained important references to ESDP developments while more detailed factual accounts were provided in the Annual Reports on the Czech Foreign Policy. The general tone of these comments was either positive or neutral, describing primarily the development of EU policy in the ESDP area, including relations with third countries. There is an explicit statement of satisfaction with the arrangement offered in Nice for the six NEEA, although temporary weakening of the Czech position in comparison to the previous one in the WEU is acknowledged.

The general view in the Czech Republic towards the newly developed ESDP has been fairly positive across the political spectrum, as a significant majority of Czech political parties view it as a natural stage in further developing of European integration and as the next stage in strengthening the CFSP. The Czech Social Democratic Party (ČSSD), who led previous minority government and after 2002 elections is the strongest party in a new coalition government, is especially positive on CFSP/ESDP ambitions of the EU. This position is not surprising given its foreign policy preferences during the 1990s and the fact that ESDP was brought about by left-wing governments in the EU. The general idea of a stronger external and security profile is shared also by two smaller coalition partners, the Christian Democrats (KDU-ČSL) and the Freedom Union (US-DEU). Civic Democratic Party (ODS) as the other party which keeps a high profile on the issue is much more negative. The ODS is not only the bastion of self-proclaimed Euro-scepticism in the Czech Republic, but in security policy it currently holds a strongly pro-US and Atlanticist stance (not always shared in foreign policy issues by its former chairman and current Czech president, Václav Klaus). Some fairly sceptical and at times even alarmist arguments are therefore presented from this direction, even though some of the arguments clearly shadow attacks on ESDP from US and UK Republican/Conservative politicians and refer often to the situation in rather distant past. Internal political division thus cannot be ruled out absolutely if a change in government occurs, resulting in a shift of policy emphasis. The more likely scenario however is that any coalition partner will have a moderating effect even on the ODS.

Czech contributions to ESDP

The Czech Republic declared its contribution to the EHG on the second day of the Capabilities Commitment Conference in November 2000 and later updated it in 2001 and 2003. It consists of a mechanised infantry battalion, a special force company, a helicopter unit (4 Mi-17s), a field hospital or medical battalion, a chemical protection company, and a centre for humanitarian and rescue operations. These units are fully professional and also represent a portion of the Czech units assigned to the NATO high-readiness forces. As a general principle, these units are “double-hatted” for NATO as well as EU operations. In addition, some of these units can also be used for peacekeeping missions under UN command. The total size of the Czech contribution is above 1000 men, with a long-term rotation up to one year secured for the mechanised infantry battalion. All other declared forces are of specialised nature and their participation in an operation can presently be sustained for only 6 months. Overall level of Czech contribution towards EHG is comparable with that of Austria, Belgium or Ireland. The current process of Czech armed forces reform should lead through their full professionalization and reaching Initial Operational Capabilities by year 2006 also to potential qualitative improvement and quantitative broadening of Czech contribution towards current EU Headline Goal 2010. The Czech Republic focuses now on improving interoperability, deployability and sustainability of its military units in multinational operations abroad. During the 2006-2010 period the Czech Republic could declare additional assets and capabilities available also for EU operations, for example: military police unit, passive radar system Věra unit, transport aircraft (with MEDEVAC capability), Mi-24 combat helicopters unit, CBRN Defence battalion (with deployable headquarters, mobile labs for chemical, biological and radiological analysis, decontamination platoon, etc.).

Yet even after achieving EU membership, Czech military and MoD prefer to use these assets and capabilities in NATO operations or EU-led operations, using Berlin Plus arrangements. They therefore firmly hold on a principle of “double-hatting” declaration to both EU and NATO force catalogues. Practical considerations of available financial and human resources for deploying Czech military abroad currently, moreover, encounter problem of overstretch. With Czech soldiers serving in three distant theatres of operations (Balkans – KFOR, Iraq, Afghanistan – ISAF, Enduring Freedom) it has been repeatedly argued by top MoD and General Staff officials that such practice is not sustainable. This approach could be balanced by Czech political priorities of committing Czech units to future EU-led operations in more than just symbolic numbers.

Otherwise, perception of military dimension of ESDP prefers a capabilities-oriented approach, not an institutions-oriented approach. Initial strong resistance of Czech MoD to any duplication of ESDP structures whatsoever was gradually softened. Yet, autonomy of the EU is still not valued very high and has to deal with suspicion of anti-American or anti-NATO motivation behind it. Especially costs of EU autonomous structures or assets are deemed important, given resource limitations of Czech defence budget. Similar to the efforts of NATO in improving the European military capabilities (Prague Capabilities Commitment) the Czech MoD also welcomed initiative of the EU – European Capabilities Action Plan and its concrete project groups. The Czech Republic takes part in the following 4 out of 15 active working groups – NBC Defence, Special Operations Forces, Strategic Air Lift and Medical Capabilities. It broadly corresponds with declared areas of Czech specialization in certain niche capabilities and as such is pursued both inside NATO and the EU respective initiatives.

Current issues

Membership perspective: First half of year 2004 has demonstrated a certain degree of the changing perspective of the Czech Republic as EU member state. As in other fields of EU activities, even in ESDP there has been a growing socialization experience of Czech representatives (both diplomats, civil servants and politicians) from regular work of EU institutions. The Czech Republic has enjoyed since April 2003 the status of observer that guaranteed presence during all EU meetings which in turn solved the issue of participation that drove Czech policy towards ESDP for many years. The regular flow of CFSP/ESDP-related information was secured and Czech foreign policy establishment gained an experience with format and contents of discussions inside EU bodies dealing with CFSP/ESDP – especially Political and Security Committee and General Affairs and External Relations Council. The same goes for military side which gained representation at the EU Military Committee and inside EU Military Staff (3 slots of Czech officers to be filled in 2004-2005 period), thus complementing already well established Czech military representation inside NATO structures. It is also not surprising that the Czech military decided to appoint the same high ranking officer (Gen. F. Hrabal) as the Czech Military Representative to both NATO and the EU. While major institutional changes took place around the date of accession, the real adjustment of actual policy-making and its implementation will no doubt take a few years.

Strategic documents: New Security Strategy of the Czech Republic 2003 was approved in December 2003 and finally includes a more detailed treatment of ESDP on the level of Czech strategic documents where the previous version from 2001 made only brief notice of ESDP existence. The current version supports balancing EU and NATO commitments based on close strategic partnership of both organisations. It even supports openly bilateral and multinational cooperation in defence area. Some ideas on Czech priorities in further development of ESDP were also mentioned in Czech Priorities in the EU, a government discussion paper presented in February 2004 which is now after strong criticism of its format being rewritten. Prime minister Vladimír Špidla and Office of the Government in general has been in recent two years much more active, openly in favour of more ambitious CFSP/ESDP. In comparison with previous governments he often presents a much strongly pro-European voice than ever before. The European Security Strategy (ESS) as approved by the European Council in December 2003 was welcomed by the Czech Republic. The Government appreciated its focus on a more active role, better capabilities and greater coherence of the EU as well as description of how to deal with acute security threat in a complex but flexible way. Unfortunately, the ESS has been so far little discussed by wider political elites, experts or by general public. Czech voice was also heard during three international seminars (Rome, Paris, Stockholm) organized to discuss the original June 2003 draft presented by Javier Solana on Thessaloniki EU summit.

Practical steps: Czech policy will be also influenced by first examples of ESDP use in practice – EU-led missions. The year 2003 witnessed a quick start with first EU-led operations: EU Police Mission in Bosnia, military operation Concordia and subsequent police mission Proxima in Macedonia, military operation Artemis (first autonomous EU operation without recourse to NATO assets). Czech assessment of those operation is closely connected with preferences for geographical focus of the ESDP. While the Czech Republic eagerly supports EU efforts in the Balkan region or Eastern Europe, it is more than lukewarm towards EU missions in Africa. In practical terms, it was reflected by sending Czech military or police personnel to all EU operations in the Balkans in the 2003-2004 period.

In political dimension much attention was paid to the Draft of EU Constitutional Treaty that was in ESDP-related sections treated very carefully. Especially mutual defence clause in the original proposal from the Convention had worrying implications on NATO and the opposition strongly opposed it as a concrete example of further integration in security and defence dimension of the EU. There was spelled out a clear demand for keeping national veto in these matters. A recent watered-down version presented by Irish EU presidency compromise is now more acceptable. Even more complex was the issue of permanent structured cooperation in defence area. The Czech Republic was concerned especially with unclear definition of its entry criteria and their possible subjective manipulation. It preferred objective criteria, higher threshold of minimum number of member states needed to launch it, unanimous decision-making procedures and the principle of inclusiveness. Czech government declared that it would like to take part in it if it can meet criteria so as to remain in the EU mainstream.

Battlegroup concept became the concrete high-profile project intertwined with permanent structured cooperation. It is seen by both MFA and MoD as a new demanding EU project where the Czech policy will have to deal with its political ambition to be close to the EU core. Important questions nevertheless remain with whom (Germany and Austria or Poland and Slovakia would be interesting options) and how quickly the Czech military could establish this battlegroup. Demand for its high-readiness status (max 15 days) could present a problem as its profile would very closely resemble that of NATO Response Force (NRF) that remains a priority. Moreover, there are constitutional limitations with strong parliamentary role in approving deployment of Czech armed forces abroad. There is now a proposal to change this procedure for units assigned to NRF so that the Czech government would have enough flexibility in their deployment. If solution is found, it could be applicable also for the use of Czech contribution to the battlegroup under ESDP. Czech Republic is still ambivalent towards the initiative and the way it was prepared by France and Great Britain. This directoire style of working on the idea for about a year without any consultation also undermined confidence in British policy being always a sufficient guarantee for Czech position vis-à-vis ESDP.

In conclusion, Czech policy still views EU-NATO relations as a key for the future of ESDP and supports ESDP orientation on closest possible cooperation with NATO utilizing Berlin Plus arrangements (specified in the Framework Agreement from March 2003) as much as possible in EU-led crisis management operations. It further prefers harmonisation of defence planning processes in both NATO and the EU and does not exclude a possible deal on division of labour between the EU and NATO. In this way Czech strategic interest in solid transatlantic relations may be secured and better European capabilities delivered, hopefully providing much needed synergies of European defence spending. It is, however, aware of a much broader focus of ESDP and its connection to CFSP as well as other non-military tools at disposal of the EU in conflict prevention, crisis management and post-conflict reconstruction. It does see clear advantages in the distinct European approach towards major security threats of today as they are seen by the European Security Strategy to which most of ESDP actions should be more closely tied. The Czech Republic is likely to be within these limits a reasonably constructive partner, open to discussions and cooperation alike.
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